When we first put out our call for papers in January 2012, we conceived of a special issue of Studies in American Jewish Literature that would deal with a range of topics defining and investigating the various possible configurations and meanings of Jewish American poetry. We asked for essays on Jewish poetry written in America, on American poetry written by Jews on matters Jewish, or on American poetry written in Jewish languages, including Yiddish, Hebrew, and Ladino. The essays we envisioned could focus on a broad range of questions, including those of literary lineage, intertextuality, gender, genre, exegesis, translation, ethnicity, or identity. The eight final selections in response to our call cover just such a range of topics as well as intersections and crossovers between languages and cultures. We present in this issue four essays on Yiddish poetry, three on poetry in English, and one on an American Hebrew poet. This range reflects the expanding terrain of Jewish American poetry, which necessarily includes verse written in several languages.
sixties, it might seem that a study of the all but unknown Hebrew poet Annabelle (Chana) Farmelant has little to add to this story. But our readers will discover that the wounds suffered by Farmelant speak powerfully to the kind of cultural disenfranchisement so characteristic of her moment. In this respect, Farmelant affords new perspective on much better known poets of the same period, such as Allen Ginsberg. The Yiddish essays in this special issue on Jewish American Poetry give the reader a sense of the complexity of the poets' appropriation of non-Jewish imagery, motifs, metaphors, and poetic forms that allow them to internalize the most alien elements of the mainstream culture in which they wrote their Yiddish poems.
Proceeding chronologically, we begin with Avraham Novershtern's article "The Bounty of the Earth: I. J. Schwartz's Kentucky." Novershtern considers how the central and longest of the six epic poems in Schwartz's 1925 book Nayerd (New Earth) reveals themes of Jewish and American identity. Novershtern argues that Schwartz's narrative concern with three generations of a Jewish family in America is unique among the immigrant Jewish writers because Schwartz sets his Jewish characters among a non-Jewish population, including many African-American figures, in the state of Kentucky. While Schwartz focuses on an "almost normative Jewish family" in its generational adaptation from Eastern European poverty to American financial success, and from Jewish to American culture, values, and morality, he tells a familiar immigrant story. Yet Schwartz's epic stands out among the poems by his contemporaries for two reasons: it is set in the American South, far from the Lower East Side of New York City, and it avoids any ideological, political, or aesthetic thesis. Instead, Novershtern argues that Schwartz's "moral and psychological approach" is itself deeply American, which makes this Yiddish epic an American Jewish poem.
Lawrence Rosenwald, in "On Glatshteyn's Sacco and Vanzetti Poem," extends the idea of a distinctly American Yiddish poem of the 1920s that avoids ideology. This essay examines Glatshteyn's vast 1929 poem "Sako un Vanzetis montik" (Sacco and Vanzetti's Monday), about the infamous execution of the accused anarchists in 1927. Through a stringently literal translation and commentary, Rosenwald discusses how Glatshteyn wrote a distinctly nonpolitical poem about an event that was depicted in hundreds of Yiddish poems by outraged poets as an American judicial travesty. Rosenwald argues that while the hundreds of Yiddish Sacco and Vanzetti poems, which were mostly short enough to be read at public protests, "draw on a relatively narrow range of emotion: anger, righteousness, grief, commiseration," Glatshteyn's poem is "full of political intelligence" but remains deliberately ambiguous about its " political orientation." Rosenwald observes that a good part of the poem's originality lies in the poet's choice to locate the "central sensibility" in the governor who ordered the execution, rather than in one of the famous victims. Glatshteyn portrays the governor with depth and empathy and enters the points of view of many other characters, too. Through this mutable narrator, Rosenwald argues, Glatshteyn's poem calls forth the reader's intimacy with and empathy for all those involved in this charged political drama, and in achieving this goal " transforms our politics." Amelia Glaser, in "From Jewish Jesus to Black Christ: Race Violence in Leftist Yiddish Poetry," examines within ideologically framed poems the cross-cultural metaphors in American Yiddish and African-American poetry of the 1930s that depict race violence in America and anti-Semitic violence in Europe. Glaser brings the Yiddish poetry of Berish Weinstein and other poets on the Yiddish Left into dialogue with Harlem Renaissance writers like Langston Hughes, Frank Horne, and Frank Marshall Davis by discussing the Jewish Jesus that figures in Yiddish pogrom poetry and the Black Christ that figures in lynching poems. Weinstein, especially, calls up these similar metaphors in his 1930s poems about anti-Semitic and anti-Black violence. Glaser shows how such metaphors came to the fore in poems about racial violence during and following the Scottsboro trial, which the Communist Party viewed as a symbol of American racism. However, within this ideological framework, these poems reveal that the Yiddish poets on the Left who wrote about race violence moved away from ethnic particularism and toward a universalism within responses to anti-Semitism and racism. In her reading of Moyshe-Leyb Halpern's lynching poem "Salut," Glaser reveals that Halpern, blaming all white Americans, including Jews, for the murder of young African-Americans, calls the Jewish poet "a beaten dog" and excoriates the American Jew as both victim and oppressor. Glaser's essay shows how many of these Yiddish poets, writing about 1930s American antiBlack racism, were simultaneously addressing the rising anti-Semitism in Europe.
Universalism continues to be a theme in Jordan Finkin's "To Organize Beauty: The Sonnets of Mani Leyb," which looks at the sixty-five loosely connected sonnets that this American Yiddish modernist poet wrote in the 1950s, during the last years of his life. Finkin concentrates on how the "metapoetic features" of these poems provide Mani Leyb with formal artistic constraint that enables meditations on personal and cultural values. Finkin argues that, by choosing to write sonnets in Yiddish, Mani Leyb shaped the hard-earned "plainspokenness" of a modern Yiddish poetic vernacular into the sonnet's high-art European stanza. Reflecting on the process of writing poetry, as well as on the poet's relationship to nature, love, marriage, friendship, old age, and death, as well as on Jewish tradition and its losses, Mani Leyb's sonnets are "both authentically Yiddish and American." This deep commitment to a distinctly American aesthetic is also central to Dara Barnat's account in "'Women and poets see the truth arrive': Muriel Rukeyser and Walt Whitman." While much has been written about Rukeyser as an American poet, and as a Jewish poet, there have been relatively few efforts to consider precisely how Rukeyser negotiates these two identity positions. Barnat's essay addresses this omission by showing how Walt Whitman, the proto-American bard, plays a crucial role in helping Rukeyser work through her resistance to the suburban Jewish sensibilities of her childhood in order to craft a profoundly "egalitarian, inclusive, and socially informed Jewish American poetics."
A newfound appreciation for Rukeyser's triumph hardly prepares us for Hilene Flanzbaum's sorrowful account in "'The World Is Tref ': Delmore Schwartz, Jews, Poets and the Crisis of the Middle Generation." In this essay readers will discover yet another fascinating iteration of the oft-repeated claim that "all poets are Jews," as Flanzbaum tracks how these two identities defeat one another in the fraught culture of America circa 1950. Making a powerful case for Schwartz as an important, if tragic, figure in Jewish American poetry, Flanzbaum argues against those who would overlook him, compelling us to ask ourselves, who do we include in the story of Jewish American poetry, and, more importantly, why?
Our selection of essays showcasing poets writing in English ends on a much more nuanced if muted note. Suffering neither the great lows that characterize Schwartz's chronic displacement and rootlessness, nor the great resolutions that characterize Rukeyser's aesthetic negotiations, Stanley Kunitz, another strong poet of this middle generation, affords insight into the compromises and small triumphs of a poet who, for a good long while, practiced what Jim Cocola describes as a "poetics of sublimation." But there is more to this account, when in "Stanley Kunitz's Cracked Vocation" we also discover a poet who, even as he struggled to make peace with his own (Jewish) origins, was able to encourage his students to "love [their] own stories." In this way, Cocola encourages us to understand just how far the reach of the Jewish American poet may extend.
The final essay, "Hebrew on a Desert Island: The Case of Annabelle Farmelant," serves as both an end and a beginning . . . of sorts. For in her discussion of this little-known American Hebrew poet, Adrianna X. Jacobs gives us a glimpse into a world that many of our readers may know virtually nothing about. As Alan Mintz, a scholar of Hebrew literature, has written, "The effort to create a serious Hebrew literature in the United States in the years around World War I is one of the best kept secrets of American Jewish history." In this essay, Jacobs not only does much to correct this story of neglect and oversight, but makes us deeply aware of the special challenges facing women poets who sought entry into this "secret" society. By giving Farmelant the last word, as it were, we hope to encourage out readers to seek out new voices and resist whatever biases toward linguistic difference that they may encounter as they make their own contributions to this important field of study. As we bring this issue to press, we grieve the loss of Allen Grossman, one of the most important poets, teachers, and scholars we have had the privilege to know and to read and to study with.
Writing in 1990, Grossman broached the question of Jewish poetry this way: "I do not, in fact, wish to ask or answer the question, 'What is Jewish poetry?' . . . Let us suppose for a moment . . . 'as a mind experiment' . . . that there has never been any Jewish poetry. . . . Then in the quiet that ensues-let us ask ( remembering that for a moment it is a Jewish poet who is asking, searching his nature) 'What should Jewish poetry be?'"
The question set us off on decades of reading and writing in search of answers. But Allen had an answer of his own. In the pages that followed this wonderfully generative question, he explains that the Jewish poetic project is necessarily a "theophoric," or God-bearing, enterprise. That is, the Jewish poet, one who writes with this calling in mind, will construct a space, a place where holiness-the essential difference between the divine and the human-can be known.
We dedicate this issue to Allen Grossman, knowing full well that so many of the poets discussed here do not engage in the sort of God-bearing project that he had in mind. But these poets, like Grossman himself, struggled hard to make poems that contribute to the value of human existence in the deepest of ways. Though they may not necessarily share Grossman's sense of poetry as a "sacred vocation," they do engage in what he described as "the profoundest human covenant, which is the covenant of language through which they give and obtain the world simultaneously, and only obtain the world when they give."
We end with Allen Grossman's " The Song of the Lord"-a poem that we read and talked about together one lovely afternoon many years ago:
There is a -kathryn h e l l e r s t e i n a n d m a e e r a s h r e i b e r
